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Chapter 1

By the time Yaroslav Neyizhsalo reached the edge of the village, he stood upright and walked on two high-booted feet, human feet, as any of the villagers might have. Not that a villager would see him—not on the path nor slipping through the deserted streets. Sister Luna was all but hidden tonight; Yaroslav would accomplish the deed set before him soon, when her countenance was absent completely from the sky.

Despite the urgency of his task, Yaroslav did not rush. The royal blood that flowed through his veins was also patient blood; his line had suffered countless betrayals over the ages, and each small revenge was a draught of sweet wine to savor. There would be time enough after the final battle to revel with abandon and wallow in the dregs. For now, the plans were laid, and all that remained was to set them in motion.

The shadows were deep throughout the village, tucked as it was amidst the Carpathian ridges. Sparse light filtered around drawn curtains in the insular cottages but could not keep the night, and all that it concealed, at bay beyond each family’s threshold. Yaroslav made his way silently among stands of spruce and fir, keeping a cautious distance from pens of livestock to avoid fretting the domesticated beasts. Chimney smoke from a few of the houses tainted the air, and on the smoke rode a scent other than that of seasoned firewood, a scent barely noticeable were one not expecting it. Yaroslav followed the odor to its source: a particular house, fairly indistinguishable from those nearby; a plastered affair with diamond patterns etched in the walls; rippled tin roof; painted woodwork that during the day would show bright and colorful, but at night was washed pale violet by the starlight. A low picket fence enclosed tidy flower and vegetable gardens. Behind the house stood several modest wooden outbuildings.

Yaroslav shunned the front walk and slipped around to the back door. It was unlocked. He let himself in and made his way through the cramped kitchen, past the wood-burning cookstove, and to the larger, dimly lit front room where an old man sat carving in a straight-backed wooden chair. There was a ceramic oven in the room, as well. The smoky scent Yaroslav had followed was very pronounced here; the sharp, earthy tang of smoldering wormwood filled the room to the point that breathing was difficult.

The old man looked up from his carving. In the light of the kerosene lantern at his side, his face was gaunt and hollow, craggy as a windswept peak. He saw Yaroslav—the visitor’s dark cloak almost hid him from view even at these close quarters, but the old man saw—saw, and returned without comment to his carving. His fingers were long, with bulging joints, but deftly handled the knife that whittled a piece of beechwood into the shape of an animal, a goat. Beneath the old man’s chair, an entire herd of beechwood goats languished in a heap, someday perhaps to be traded in one of the larger towns, or even sent as far as Uzhhorod. A blanket was spread before him on the floor to catch his shavings.

“You’d do best not to look away, grandfather,” Yaroslav said, irritated at being ignored.

“I am not your grandfather,” the old man said without looking up. With a flick of his knife, a wood shaving sailed beyond the blanket and struck Yaroslav’s boot.

Yaroslav felt a stirring within him; he repressed the growl that formed deep in his throat. Crushing the shaving beneath the sole of his boot, he stepped farther into the room, towering over the old man.

The old man looked up through rheumy eyes and shrugged at the implied threat. “I have lived many years. The world would not miss me, nor I it. You, however,” he poked Yaroslav with the horns of the partly-formed goat, “would miss me. All your work would be for naught without me, wouldn’t it?”

“You presume much, grandfather. I attempt to show you proper respect. You’d do well to return that sentiment.”

“Respect!” the old man scoffed. “You see a worn, withered shell, and so you call me grandfather. This is respect? Are you so worthy of respect, wolfling? Does Mother Gaia look kindly upon those who conspire to murder their brethren?”

Yaroslav did growl this time. “You know nothing of who my true brethren are, you cur! Nor of the kind of respect you court,” Yaroslav said menacingly. “The years have addled your mind.”

The old man stifled a chuckle and returned to his carving, unmindful of the wrath seething before him. “What is your name, wolfling?”

Yaroslav lunged forward. With one hand he grabbed the wrist of the old man’s knife hand, and with the other pressed his own, larger blade to the old man’s throat. “You will speak to me in a manner befitting my station,” Yaroslav said through clenched teeth. “Do you understand? If you do not, no matter how much my plans hinge upon you, our working relationship will be incredibly brief.”

The old man’s eyes narrowed. He returned Yaroslav’s glare for a long moment, then: “What is your name?” His voice was neutral now, with but a hint of distaste; gone was all trace of sarcasm.

Yaroslav held his position several seconds longer, then stepped back and sheathed his blade. “I am Yaroslav Ivanovych Neyizhsalo.”

The old man rubbed his throat and scowled. “I will call you Yaroslav Vovkovych. You are all Vovkovych to me, sons of the wolf.”

Yaroslav did not care for the appellation, nor his host’s recalcitrant manner, but the old man was right about one thing: Without him, Yaroslav’s task would become practically impossible. So Yaroslav must refrain from carving out the arrogant old fool’s heart, no matter how tempting. It was enough, for the moment, that the old man was not openly disrespectful.

“So,” the old man said, “I have grown wormwood in my garden and burned it for many weeks so that you could find me when you were ready. Now you are ready? At last?”

Yaroslav ignored the jibe. He would not be baited; he would settle with the old man later. After. “The time is at hand,” Yaroslav said. “Summon the others, and I will return at this time tomorrow night.”

The old man nodded. “It will be done, Yaroslav Vovkovych. I will need that much time. The mine I call them from is a full day to the west.” Then, slowly, a twisted smile crept over his haggard features, revealing his yellowed teeth to good effect. “‘In times of anxiety, one turns to Gaia,’” he intoned the ages-old proverb. “But you, Vovkovych, you turn to me.”

“It is you who should be anxious, grandfather,” Yaroslav said. He left with the smell of burning wormwood clinging to his hair and clothing, and the sound of the old man’s quiet laughter ringing in his ears.


Chapter 2

The knock sounded at the door before dawn had fully broken. “He is here, Oksana Yahnivna,” the attendant called from outside the cabin.

Oksana savored her first waking breath. The morning was crisp, as had been the night. Despite the shutters over the windows, and being unexpectedly roused from sleep, Oksana was aware of the precise time of day: Sister Luna, barely peeking down at the world, had retired several hours ago, and Oksana herself much more recently. She took another deep breath and rubbed her face.

“Oksana Yahnivna?”

“Bring me a basin,” she called.

“I have one.”

Oksana snarled at the closed door. She should have known that the boy, Gennady, would attempt to ingratiate himself with her so. She pulled back her blankets and stood enveloped by the cold morning. “Enter.”

Gennady stepped inside bearing the basin of water from the spring. He averted his eyes, intimidated by Oksana’s nakedness. Or perhaps it was merely Oksana, naked or clothed, who intimidated him. The boy seemed disconcerted by the fact that she despised him.

“Leave it,” Oksana said, stretching, her hands reaching toward the ceiling. “And tell them that I will be along presently.” The boy nodded and scurried on his way. How unseemly, Oksana thought, for a full-blooded Garou to play handmaid—if any of these Children of Gaia could be said to be full-blooded Garou. Oksana had her doubts. Bringing washwater was work for Kinfolk. She had said as much to Sergiy, but he was of the opinion that menial tasks were productive for the newly changed, teaching the value of service and humility. Degradation, Oksana thought, was useful only for those who planned on being degraded. Combat produced skilled warriors; capable tutelage empowered worthy advisors.

With a roughspun cloth and the water Gennady had brought, Oksana bathed. She washed the sleep from her eyes and the dust from her body. Goosebumps rose on her skin; an electric rush invigorated her. Sergiy called the spring water the tears of Gaia, welling up from the earth. He had found the aquifer. The Galliards sung that he’d wept and, in sharing the pain of Mother Gaia, had called forth her tears. All this after the death of the Hag. Regardless of Sergiy’s eccentricities and his strange ideas about humility, Oksana could not argue with the fact that the land required healing, and the spring ran strong and pure.

Teach that to your cubs, Oksana had urged him: how to purify the Mother and strengthen her against their enemies. Not how to bring washwater and change bedclothes.

Cleansed and fully awake now, Oksana put on a silk tunic, sturdy woolen jerkin and pants over that, and boots. Her straight, dark hair, still damp, she pulled back and tied with a leather cord attached to an unusually dark and clouded amethyst. Finally, she wrapped about her shoulders a cape of lynx fur that warmed her and turned away the spring chill.

The meadow, as Oksana made her way to the spring, was calm in the morning light. The Sept of the Dawn, for most of its members, was named metaphorically. The Garou tended to hunt and revel late into the night. Sunrise was an event that many could claim not to have witnessed in many years. Oksana normally counted herself among that number. The grand elder of the sept was one of the few who regularly basked in the first rays of Brother Sol, and Oksana would have been perfectly content to leave that particular routine to him. The glory of sunrise was not what brought her out at this hour.

She found the grand elder at the giant willow by the spring. Sergiy Dawntreader was a massive man with a wild mane of flaxen hair. His legs were as thick as mature elms, and his bare, muscled arms almost as large. Most noticeable, however, were his eyes, light and ethereal as a storm-cleared summer sky. He had a way with his gaze of taking in all of a person, as might the spring a bather. Dawntreader was not alone. He, his guest, and two others rested on low seats of willow, not carved, but formed from the knobby roots of the giant tree as they emerged from the ground then twisted back down into the earth.

The guest was none other than Lord Arkady of the House of the Crescent Moon, preeminent line of European Silver Fangs. Arkady wore elegant silks, leather vest and breeches, and black knee-high boots. A sparkling grand klaive rested at his side. His coloring was dark, but not so much as Oksana’s. He seemed slightly affronted that she, Dawntreader’s trusted advisor, had not arrived more quickly.

“Lord Arkady,” said Sergiy in his deep rumbling voice that caused ripples to form on the surface of the spring, “I present to you the esteemed Oksana Yahnivna Maslov of our brethren the Shadow Lords.”

Arkady rose and bowed graciously. “Forgive me if I have disrupted your sleep, Oksana Yahnivna,” he said by way of thinly veiled rebuke.

“Had we known more precisely of your arrival,” Oksana said, returning Arkady’s bow, “I am sure Sergiy Dawntreader would have arranged for the entire sept to be present and proclaim your great deeds.”

“Lord Arkady alerted us that he would be coming,” said one of the two other Garou present, Victor Svorenko, a Silver Fang fosterling from the Firebird Sept, and the reason for Arkady’s embassy. Svorenko always struck Oksana as at least slightly peevish—and often more than slightly. At times, she repented of the fact that it was her advice that had brought him, as well as the fifth Garou, Arne Wyrmbane, to the Sept of the Dawn.

“We know also that the Apocalypse is coming,” Oksana said dryly, “but without a more definite announcement, there is much debate regarding the exact time and manner of the arrival.”

Svorenko sputtered before again finding his voice. “How dare you jest about such matters!”

Oksana fixed him with a steely glare. She considered holding her tongue, but showing deference to Lord Arkady was troubling enough; this younger Fang tried her patience beyond measure. “I do not jest, little one. Nor do I fear to speak of that which confronts us each day and night. Perhaps when you are older and have seen more you will better understand such things.”

Svorenko began to rise to his feet but was checked by Dawntreader’s raised hand. To the young Silver Fang’s surprise, the elder began to laugh. His hearty chuckle caused the leaves of the willow to sway, as if sharing his mirth.

“Be calm, my pup,” Sergiy Dawntreader laughed. “Young Svorenko guards his kinsman’s honor where there is no need. I ask you, does the baker steal the loaf? And now he bristles at me calling him pup. Again I say, be calm. We are among friends here. Feel the warmth of the sun and drink the goodness of the spring, and remember that all glory is to Gaia.”

Svorenko, dissuaded but hardly soothed, eased back into his seat. Oksana, too, sat, she at the left hand of Dawntreader, a place of honor, as was Arkady’s seat to the right. The younger Silver Fang, she thought, might be one who would benefit from a diet of menial labor, if humility were to be learned. But not even Sergiy would convince a Silver Fang of such. Victor would renounce his fosterage and return to Russia rather than accept accommodations beneath his station. As would Oksana, if in his place—though she would remember her own standing and hold her tongue in the presence of elders.

At least the upstart hadn’t put a hand to the klaive he wore at his belt; that would have been an insult even good-natured Sergiy could not have overlooked. That Svorenko carried the silver blade at all was testament to the injudicious pampering of the Fangs. The klaive, Victor had informed anyone who would listen shortly after he’d arrived at the caern, was a gift from his cousin, Lord Arkady.

More the fool, him, Oksana had thought at the time—a belief that had only been strengthened since, including this morning.

“Be still,” Dawntreader said with his powerful voice, “and know that Gaia is mother to us all.” Prompted by the earnest veneration that was palpable in his words, the Garou were still, and silent. At that moment, a westerly breeze arose, but it did not feel cold because the sun was just then climbing above the horizon to the east, beyond the lower end of the meadow. Oksana loosened her lynx cape and drank in the warmth. A symphony of sparrows and mourning doves welcomed the dawn, and their song was joined by the rustling of the willow leaves above the Garou’s heads.

Wild-haired, towheaded Sergiy rose, eyes closed, and stretched his arms wide. His reach could easily have encompassed his four companions, but Oksana felt that Dawntreader wished to grasp the morning itself, to possess it and hold it to his breast. If anyone could, he would be the one, she thought. He was so strange to her—this hulking Garou who greeted each dawn with such ardor; he was as giant and content as the towering willow. Strange, and so different from her, too, and from her kind, who longed for the comforting embrace of darkness.

“Ahhh,” Sergiy sighed aloud.

Oksana felt herself exhale with the grand elder; she heard the others do the same. She could see by their expressions that they, like her, had not previously realized that they’d taken in the new morning, breathed it into their beings, as deeply as Dawntreader—and held that breath.

“Gennady,” Sergiy called and, in a moment, the young Garou was there.

He bore a tray of earthenware mugs filled with spring water for the five in attendance beneath the willow. He brought, too, a wide wooden bowl brimming with vyshnyas, which was passed around. Oksana took a handful of the cherries and ate them one at a time, each succeeding burst of vibrant, tart juices pursing her lips but leaving her mouth watering for more. She could not help but notice the expression of understated rapture on Sergiy’s face as he ate of the fruit. For him the breaking of the fast was more than a satisfaction of the need for sustenance; it was an homage to Gaia, a sampling of her wondrous bounty.

The spring water was the perfect compliment to the sour vyshnyas—crisp, cleansing. By the time the group had finished their modest meal, a pleasing languor had taken hold of Oksana. She was warm and content; her resentment of the Fangs, if not ameliorated, seemed a burden for another time. Let little Victor show off his klaive; most likely in his posturing he’d accidentally emasculate himself, and there would be one less lordling to breed.

“I can see by Oksana Yahnivna’s smile that she is daydreaming,” Sergiy said cheerfully. “Ah, but now I have made her self-conscious. Perhaps it is rest that we all require. Lord Arkady has traveled far. Let us seek peace in dreams. Peace, rest, and renewal. For tonight we will hunt, and tomorrow at dawn we will honor our fosterlings and our guest. Lord Arkady, as befitting an esteemed patriarch of the Silver Fangs and grand elder of the Firebird Sept, will assist in our Rite of Accomplishment for young Victor Svorenko. Until the time of our hunt, then, as always, go with Gaia.”

Oksana returned shortly thereafter to her cabin. Despite the sun’s rising and burning more fiercely in the eastern sky, the lethargy of the spring and the willow clung to her. Inside again, she undressed and climbed back into bed. There were matters that required her attention. Tonight would be far too busy—Arkady’s arrival guaranteed that—but such would simply have to be the case, she decided, as she gave up trying to keep her heavy eyelids from fluttering closed.


Chapter 3

Lightning flashed in the distance, but above the Sept of the Night Sky there were no clouds. Several seconds passed before the rumble of thunder reached Laszlo’s ears. The storm was far away. For now.

Perhaps the roiling clouds would skirt the sept and continue eastward toward the Ukraine, or it could be that the wind would usher them north, into Slovakia. More likely, Laszlo knew, the storm would smash itself against the Carpathians and scour the Leech-infested mountains with its fury. There were few calamities beneath the heavens that had spared the sept over the years. Let the wind and the rain and the lightning come, Laszlo thought. The Garou had survived far worse. Of those assembled on the plain below, few would even seek shelter. They were a staunch, battle-hardened lot. What did they have to fear from the rain? As Laszlo watched them from the hillside, their howls reached him, spoke to him: songs of great deeds, foes slain and despoiled ground sanctified; dirges for the fallen, warriors mourned and honored for their sacrifice on behalf of Gaia.

Too many had fallen—too many Garou, brave and true. And still the Wyrm writhed and spawned, spreading taint, corruption, defilement—its excrement, sign of its passing. But no matter the cost, the warriors of Gaia would endure, would prevail. Laszlo had no choice but to believe that. How else could he continue to face the changings of Sister Luna?

Looking away from the plain, he cast his gaze higher up the stark hill that had come to be known as Hegy Konietzko. Laszlo could just make out the dark form of the margrave sitting upon a boulder. He was a Garou disdainful of thrones. The Silver Fangs, in the years they had controlled the sept, had fashioned a throne room in one of the caverns; the margrave had gone so far as to sit briefly upon the seat when the Lords had first regained the sept, but he had eschewed the place since. He preferred the wind at his face, the craggy mountain beneath his haunches, the world before him. The margrave did not suffer pageantry when Wyrm minions remained to be slain, self-indulgence when the salvation of Mother Gaia required relentless striving. He was hard as stone, unforgiving as the mountains.

Looking again to the plain, Korda Laszlo saw two Garou braving the treacherous path that wound up the boulder-strewn hillside. They came as wolves; keeping to the winding trail was easier that way. The first, Laszlo recognized from their simultaneous years of service to the sept. Nyareso Anna, Summer-Rain, had ascended to the position of Warder after challenging and defeating her predecessor. Anna’s dark pelt was crisscrossed with scars and signs of battle-honor. Even in Lupus form, her shoulders were broad, her body compact and powerful.

The second Garou was larger, more lightly colored, and carried his own scars. He was an outsider come, as the outsiders were in increasing numbers, to speak with the margrave. Laszlo could tell by the set of his jaw that this one was defiant and headstrong. Often this was the type from the other tribes that was drawn to the margrave’s call: young and idealistic, full of anger that the war seemed always to be going against the Garou.

As the two drew closer, Anna Summer-Rain stopped and indicated that her companion should continue. Thirty meters farther up the path, Laszlo stepped forward. “Jó éjszakát, Hans Schlagen Erst. Beszél németül?” Hans Strikes First cocked his head but did not respond, so Laszlo repeated himself, this time in German rather than Hungarian. “Do you speak German?”

Hans Strikes First nodded this time. There on the hillside he shifted, his legs growing longer and meatier; he rose upright, and his snout receded, giving way to the light-complected features of his Swiss-German man-form. “Jawohl. I speak German.”

Laszlo ushered him forward. “The margrave will understand you.” The margrave, like Laszlo, spoke several human languages flawlessly. Falling in step with the outsider, Laszlo followed a few meters behind as they climbed a bit farther. The path dipped and ran through a short gorge of boulders, then turned sharply to the left. After the bend, the path opened suddenly onto a wide, windswept rockface which was all the more breathtaking after the brief confines of the gorge. Laszlo remembered the instant of disorientation that had gripped him the first time he had climbed this path. The rockface spread out like the surface of Luna herself, and the sky above seemed to stretch into infinity.

He noted with satisfaction how Strikes First started when he noticed the dark figure perched above him on the hillside. Margrave Yuri Konietzko sat tall and straight. His regally silver hair stood out against the dark fur of his cape, beneath which were visible his thick, bare arms and spiked bracers. The recesses of his face were lost in shadow. Occasionally, starlight caught the ivory and begemmed hilt of the sword at his hip.

Perhaps, Laszlo mused, the margrave did not eschew thrones completely; the seat carved by the Silver Fangs was merely too slight for his tastes, for tonight the very mountain itself was his throne as he looked down in mastery at the young visitor.

“My lord Margrave,” Laszlo announced in fluent German, “Hans Strikes First, emissary from the Sept of Mountain Springs.”

Faced with the grandeur of the mountain and the margrave, Strikes First seemed to have forgotten Laszlo altogether until the words were spoken. Korda Laszlo was used to as much. His role here was to remain unobtrusive, to keep to the shadows, to observe.

“Greetings, Hans Strikes First, and welcome,” Konietzko said in equally fluent German. “It has not been so very long since I traveled to the territory of you and yours. Do you bring word from the elders of Mountain Springs?” The margrave spoke quietly; perhaps it was the acoustics of the rockface that created the impression of Konietzko’s voice assailing his audience from all directions.

Gazing up into the night, the outsider’s defiance seemed lessened; Strikes First himself seemed lessened in the presence of Konietzko—lessened in both stature and confidence.

“My lord Margrave, I am not before you to speak for my sept,” Strikes First said, forced consciously to maintain his proud bearing. “I speak of my own voice and my own mind…and of a few like-minded individuals. Not so few, perhaps,” he added.

Konietzko, his darkened features a mask of shadows, regarded his guest for a long moment, then: “What words, then, of your own and of these others do you bring?”

Strikes First hesitated. He glanced around, but he, the margrave, and Laszlo were otherwise alone. “We like what you said to our elders,” he began slowly but then picked up speed and intensity, as if once he started talking he couldn’t stop. “We like what you said about turning back the Weaver and destroying the Wyrm. Our elders talk and talk and talk, trying to soothe the hurt feelings of other tribes, while our young warriors are dying, and the Weaver is encroaching farther on our territory, and the Black Spirals grow more numerous every day, it seems.” Strikes First finished, and his words drifted away into the night.

“I am pleased that my views are well-received,” Konietzko said, “but the journey from Switzerland is very long that you should have made it to tell me this.”

Strikes First stretched his neck as if his collar were too tight; he glanced around again, reluctant to continue, though certainly he’d had hundreds of miles to choose his words. “The elders…” he said, then hesitated. “They say…”

“What do the elders say?” Konietzko asked, his voice neutral, neither condemning nor lending support.

“They say…some of them, since your embassy to our sept…that you are a demagogue, a tyrant, that you seek power and control for yourself, that you are not to be trusted. They say that you would not merely protect Garou territory but cull the humans, bring about a second Impergium.” He seemed almost embarrassed by the aspersions he reported.

“And what do you say, Hans Strikes First?”

“I…I’ve already told you,” he said, taken aback by the question. “I disagree with the elders. As does my pack…and others, friends, from our sept and others. The elders twist your words. We know that the human destruction of the Wyld must be stopped, but that needn’t mean enslaving them.”

Laszlo observed the unfolding conversation with interest. He could foresee already where it would go. Hans Strikes First was not the first idealistic malcontent to seek out the Sept of the Night Sky; nor was he the first cub to wade far too deeply into the great sea of politics.

“You bring me arguments for and against what I have said,” Konietzko stated. “I know these arguments. Is this what brings you so far?”

Strikes First tried to hide his agitation. He clearly had hoped that the margrave would say first what the younger Garou had himself come to say, but such was not to be. With admirable resolve—and no small amount of unease and resignation—Strikes First got to his point: “I…and those I have spoken with…we believe that the Sept of Mountain Springs is no longer best served by the decisions of the elders. I plan to challenge Guy Houndstooth, our leader.”

The words hung heavy in the alpine sky. The distant storm was now not quite so distant. Its rumblings were more distinct, and the flashes of lightning partially illuminated the hillside and the plain below. Konietzko’s gray-silver mane shone in the electric night, but his face, his expression, his mood, remained ever inscrutable.

“Normally,” the margrave said, “I might be informed, as a courtesy, after a transfer in leadership had taken place.”

Having steeled his courage to say what he had, Strikes First was unprepared for the flatness of Konietzko’s response. The margrave’s cool reception completely undid him; he tried to offer explanation but could not form complete sentences, instead babbling, as if he were not the native German-speaker upon the rockface.

“Ah, but you do not wish merely to inform me,” Konietzko said, finding meaning amidst his guest’s roiling consternation. “You wish some type of aid from me, some form of support.” Strikes First nodded, ashamed but also relieved that he needn’t voice the entirety of his plan. He would not be free so easily, however. “What support would you have, Hans Strikes First?”

Much to his credit, Strikes First quickly regained his composure and struck the posture of a proud supplicant—but supplicant nonetheless. “I would have whatever support you are willing to give, my lord Margrave. Anything you could teach me that would make my victory more certain.”

“More certain,” Konietzko said. “An interesting choice of words. If you wish to be more certain, then you are not certain at all. Let me see if I understand what you mean. You are certain that you can best Guy Houndstooth in a challenge of combat, for he is old, while you are young and strong. You may even be correct. If you are, then he, as the challenged, would never choose combat. You are less certain that you could defeat him at gamecraft, and so you would like some fetish or word of advice that will assure your victory. As for a contest of wills, you are not certain at all, for Houndstooth is old and wise, and he is master of the rage within his breast. And what payment should I expect for my aid in all of this uncertainty?”

“I would see that the sept followed your will,” Strikes First insisted. “You would have additional soldiers against Weaver and Wyrm. Your reach would extend far to the west, as well as here.”

Margrave Konietzko sighed. “The affairs of the Sept of Mountain Springs are her own. It is not my place to choose her leader. You told me that you did not believe the aspersions cast upon me by your elders, yet you come here asking me to fulfill their prophecies regarding me. No! Silence while I speak, cub.” Strikes First, who had thought to interrupt, closed his mouth and was silent. Konietzko, maintaining his sudden intensity but not raising his voice, continued. “Do you not see the offense in this? Do you share the doubts of your elders? You must, to ask me to become their tyrant! Do you think I won this sept by trickery? Do you think these scars I wear are badges of gamecraft?” Konietzko spat the word contemptuously. He rose to his feet, towering over Strikes First. As if in reply, the leading edge of the storm erupted above and around them. A flash of lightning illuminated the margrave’s mane, his fierce eyes, the gems upon his sword hilt. Thunder echoed among their ribs. A smattering of large, forceful raindrops splattered against stone and Garou alike. And then the storm struck in earnest, sheets of rain pelting the mountainside, wind tearing at the exposed individuals.

Strikes First instinctively took a step back, as did Laszlo, from the margrave’s kindled rage. Konietzko breathed deeply of the storm, but gave no sign of inconvenience. “I do not, however, take offense,” he said finally, after a few drenching moments. “I know that offering insult
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